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CHAPTER 5 
Analysis of Results 

 
 

5.1. Introduction 
 
The coastal zones of England, Scotland and Wales are of enormous variety, scenic beauty and 
geomorphological interest on account of the wide range of geological exposures to be observed.  The 
geological history, including the impacts of mountain building phases, have caused the rocks to be 
compressed, folded and faulted and, subsequently, they have been subjected to the processes of 
weathering and erosion over millions of years.  Later, the impacts of glaciation and changes in sea level 
have led to the evolution and shaping of the coastline as we know it today.   
 
Over the last two centuries geologists, geographers and archaeologists have provided evidence of coastal 
change; this includes records of lost villages, coastal structures such as lighthouses, fortifications and 
churches, other important archaeological sites, as well as natural habitats.  Some of these important 
assets have been lost or obscured through sea level rise or coastal erosion, whilst elsewhere, sea ports 
have been stranded from the coast following the accretion of extensive mudflats and saltmarshes.  This 
ΨState of the British CoastΩ study has sought to advance our understanding of the scale and rate of change 
affecting the physical, environmental and cultural heritage of coastal zones using artworks dating back to 
the 1770s.   
 
All those involved in coastal management have a requirement for high quality data and information 
including a thorough understanding of the physical processes at work around our coastlines.  An 
appreciation of the impacts of past and potential evolutionary processes is fundamental if we are to 
understand and manage our coastlines in the most effective and sustainable way.   
 
The preparation of shoreline management plans (SMPs) over the last two decades has recognised the 
importance of taking a long-term perspective of coastal evolution in order to inform effective decision-
making.  In many locations coastal monitoring is a relatively recent innovation and there are few locations 
where systematic monitoring has been in place for more than twenty years.  It has, of course, been 
possible to make use of photographic images and these can provide coastal information, albeit mainly in 
black and white, dating back to the 1850s.  However, by making use of the art imagery resource it is 
possible to take advantage of the wisdom of hindsight by reviewing detailed paintings of our coastlines, 
extending back as far as the 1770s, and in full colour.   
 
At a time when local authorities and nature conservation bodies are examining increasingly the 
environmental gains that may be derived from altering or removing coastal defence structures art 
provides the opportunity to review the coastline in its natural condition since the 1770s.  This could prove 
to be an invaluable tool to inform wide decision-making and aiding designs.  
 
The popularity of the seaside, particularly during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, has meant 
that there is excellent coverage of most parts of the British coastline through the medium of art.  This 
includes original paintings in both oil and watercolour and also many kinds of engravings, which were 
often included in illustrated topographical travel books and guides.  The same artists would often return 
to the spot many times to re-paint or update a particular view as the coast changed and expanded over 
that time period.  Where one is confident of the accuracy of the artist it is, therefore, useful to examine 
sequences of their works or to group artistsΩ works together to help increase our understanding of change 
at a particular location.   
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5.2. Brief Résumé of Approach to the Study 
 
This study has sought to examine the physical impacts of change both on coastlines themselves and their 
natural environments and cultural heritage.  The study approach has involved identifying those locations 
where there is a suitable selection of art images available that span the period from the late eighteenth 
century up to the 1930s, and then to supplement these with artworks from the late twentieth century 
and present day photographs.  This methodology will provide as complete as possible a chronology of 
change (or lack of it) over the last 260 years.  The study has utilised the artistic tours of several key artists:  
 
1. William Daniell RA, who, between 1814 and 1825, toured the whole of the British coastline 

producing 308 aquatint engraved views, which were contained in his publication ΨA Voyage Round 
Great BritainΩ (Daniell & Ayton, 1814-18251).   

 
2. For the nineteenth century there is a rich resource of landscape paintings, many of which were 

exhibited at the Royal Academy and other principal London exhibitions, as well as more local works 
often produced by amateur artists. One important group that contributes in particular to this study 
is the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood that flourished from the late 1840s to the early 1850s, who 
sought to paint nature out of doors and in a truthful and highly accurate manner.  Although the 
Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood was relatively short-lived, Its Followers continued to paint in this highly 
detailed manner until nearly the end of the nineteenth century.   
 

3. In the early twentieth century postcard manufacturing companies commissioned artists to paint 
colourful watercolours of the coastal towns and villages as they expanded in order to fulfil the 
popular demand for sending postcards and also to meet the demand of those who wished to collect 
cards.  Artists including Alfred Robert Quinton, who alone painted particularly between 1900 and 
1934 and produced several thousand watercolour views of coastal towns and villages in England 
and Wales; these represent a valuable resource.   

 
4. From the late 1980s until 2000 the distinguished architect and watercolourist, David Addey, took on 

the monumental task of revisiting nearly all of the coastal vantage points painted by William Daniell 
on his ΨVoyage Round Great BritainΩ and the results are a series of watercolours which provide a 
very important record depicting the extent of coastal change (or lack of change) some 160 years 
after DaniellΩs initial voyage.  Combined with present day images, these sequences of artistic works 
have been used to assess the state of the British coast and to comment on change that has taken 
place over time (Addey, 19952; 19973; 20004; 20025).   

 

5.3. Accuracy and Confidence in the Ranking of Artists and their works  
 
As part of this study an art ranking system, refining earlier studies (McInnes, 20166; McInnes et al., 2010-
20147-9; Momber et al, 201310), has been provided to establish a robust methodology for identifying those 
artists who have depicted coastal scenery most accurately since the late eighteenth century.  The study 
has compiled a shortlist of ninety artists, the names of whom will be familiar to art researchers, and some 
of whom painted almost photographic images of the coastline, particularly during the mid-nineteenth 
century.  Accuracy in art was important for a number of reasons and originated from the demands of the 
Army and the Navy for detailed views of coastal locations, ports and harbours for military and 
navigational purposes.  From the mid-eighteenth century the Duke of Cumberland and others 
commissioned artists such as Thomas Sandby to paint topographical views and a wealth of images were 
also commissioned by the Board of Admiralty from the 1790s onwards; these are held in collections such 
as those of the National Archives.  
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The purchasers of artworks, including wealthy Victorian and Edwardian customers on holiday at the coast, 
required accurate depictions of scenery in full colour.  These were deemed preferable to the recently 
invented black and white photographic images that were becoming available.  The Victorians particularly 
appreciated the hours and days of effort involved in creating the best artworks.  Some of these artists, 
such as the Pre-Raphaelites and their Followers, had been influenced by the Victorian art critic, John 
Ruskin, who promoted the ethos of painting Ψout of doorsΩ.   
 
In his Edinburgh lecture in 1853, Ruskin stated that άPre-Raphaelitism has but one principle, that of 
absolute, uncompromising truth in all that it does, obtained by working everything down to the most 
minute details from nature and nature aloneέ (Ruskin, 185311).  The emerging science of geology in 
parallel with Pre-Raphaelitism resulted in a growing interest in depicting geological coastlines, which, by 
necessity, required artistic accuracy (Holmes, 201712).  This report has been illustrated extensively with 
works by those artists who were ranked most highly for their accuracy.  
 

5.4. Availability of Art Images 
 
The French Revolution and the Napoleonic Wars prevented artists and gentlemen taking the Grand Tour 
of Europe. This situation continued from the commencement of the French Revolution in 1789 until after 
the Battle of Waterloo in 1815.  This led to an increased interest in the exploration and discovery of the 
more remote landscapes of the British Isles.  In fact, from the middle of the eighteenth century a number 
of British writers and travellers, such as William Gilpin (1724-1804), sought to define and categorise 
human responses to natural phenomena such as landscape scenery (Gilpin, 178613).   
 
GilpinΩs publications resulted in artists travelling to the more remote parts of the British Isles, including 
the Scottish Highlands and Islands, the Lake District, Snowdonia, the South Wales coast, the New Forest 
and Hampshire and the Isle of Wight. The invention of the paint box enabling artists to carry their paints 
easily with them whilst they were on their journeys led to a proliferation in the painting of watercolours 
out of doors as opposed to oils, which were generally painted in the studio.  
 
The nationΩs rich resource of art images were, for many years, confined to exhibitions and archives of 
national and regional museums, galleries and study rooms. The invention of the internet and the 
publication of art images online developed rapidly following an initiative by Dr Fred Hohler, who 
established a charity ΨThe Public Catalogues FoundationΩ.  With his team he arranged the photographing 
of 212,000 oil paintings in public collections by 37,000 artists.  Following a publication of a large number 
of well-illustrated catalogues the artworks were placed on a website called ΨBBC Your PaintingsΩ.  
Subsequently, these were transferred to the ArtUK website (https://artuk.org/).   
 
In 2016 Dr Hohler established a new charity, the Watercolour World (www.watercolourworld.org/) under 
the joint patronage of HRH the Prince of Wales and HRH the Duchess of Cornwall, which is creating a 
visual online topographical record through watercolours spanning the period from 1600-1900.  Already 
nearly 100,000 watercolours can be viewed on this website and these are continuing to be supplemented 
with additional images.  The availability of the wealth of artworks on these two sites, both oils and 
watercolours, has provided thousands of additional views of the coast, many of which had never been 
seen publicly before.   
 
The most painted locations over the last few centuries have tended to be either sites of dramatic coastal 
scenery and the developing coastal towns and villages, their ports and harbours.  A repetition of the same 
views of these towns and villages over this time period provides a valuable chronology of development 
and change as a result of both natural and human influences.  Other artists painted views looking out to 
sea from the clifftops or looking along the cliffs, and some of these captured sites of existing and past 
importance by illustrating physical processes such as coastal erosion and landslip, as well as 
environmental changes and losses affecting heritage sites and other kinds of development.   

https://artuk.org/
http://www.watercolourworld.org/
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The value of old photographs and photographic postcards to supplement the art imagery resource has 
long been recognised and, indeed, the links between photography and art (Font-Réaulx, 201214; Jacobi & 
Kingsley, 201615).  However, the availability of artworks in full colour offers an additional dimension to the 
examination of the British coast.  Alongside art a further resource that can support the study of our 
changing coasts are historical maps; these fall outside the remit of this study, however, a detailed 
appraisal of maps and their accuracy was undertaken as part of the Interreg ΨArch MancheΩ study 
(www.archmanche-geoportal.eu).  
 
There are some other limitations in terms of the use of artworks.  For example, artists often chose to 
depict the more dramatic cliffed coastlines rather than low-lying frontages such as estuaries, creeks and 
saltmarshes.  This is an important issue because low-lying locations are likely to be particularly vulnerable 
to flooding and sea level rise.  However, for the purposes of this study, some examples of artworks for 
low-lying coastal zones have been included.  Other artists liked to produce paintings showing the coastline 
at High Water as they felt this offered a grander vision rather than the painting of waves breaking on the 
lower foreshore.  However, for most of the case study locations there has proved to be a sufficient 
selection of images to include those which, importantly, show the nature of beach conditions.  The 
geographical extent of depictions of the British coast by some leading artists, including Daniell, Cooke, 
Paton, Bough, Birket Foster, Carmichael, Quinton and Brett, are illustrated in Fig. 5.3.-5.8. overleaf.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.archmanche-geoportal.eu/
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Fig. 5.2. (above) & 5.3. (below) 
show pages from the ArtUK and 
Watercolour World websites, 

which together provide an 
invaluable source of reference for 

coastal research. 
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Fig. 5.4. Locations of aquatint engravings by William Daniell RA from ΨA Voyage Round Great BritainΩ (1814-1825). 

 

Base map courtesy of 
© Harper Collins UK 
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Fig. 5.5. Locations of coastal paintings by John Brett ARA (1830-1902) and John Wilson Carmichael (1800-1868). 

Base map courtesy of 
© Harper Collins UK 
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Fig. 5.6. Locations of coastal artworks by E. W. Cooke RA (1811-1880), Waller Hugh Paton (1825-1895) and Samuel Bough (1822-
1878). 

 

Base map courtesy of 
© Harper Collins UK 
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Fig. 5.7. Locations of coastal watercolours by Myles Birket Foster RWS (1825-1899). 

Base map courtesy of 
© Harper Collins UK 
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Fig. 5.8. Locations of coastal watercolours by Alfred Robert Quinton painted between 1900-1934. 

Base map courtesy of 
© Harper Collins UK 
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5.6. To what extent can art imagery support our understanding of coastal change 
within coastal zones?  
 
The physical impacts of coastal change include cliff retreat as a result of coastal erosion at the toe of cliffs 
or unstable slopes, whilst in low-lying areas flooding by the sea is a wide-ranging problem.  The impacts of 
these physical changes can be clearly demonstrated through artworks.  For example, along the Dorset and 
South Devon coasts and on the Isle of Wight, the impacts of erosion and large scale landsliding are 
admirably depicted and are illustrated in case studies 4.2 and 5.9.  However, clifflines such as those found 
extensively in parts of Devon, Cornwall and along the Scottish coast are often considered to be static 
features with very slow rates of change observed.   However, an examination of a number of such key 
sites, show significant, albeit episodic, retreat over time.   
 
Paintings and watercolours, as well as literature accounts, illustrate or describe heavily jointed or 
fractured cliffs and evidence of massive rock falls along the shorelines below.  Rockfalls and other 
landslide events over the last decade have resulted in dramatic land losses, which have affected people, 
property, infrastructure and heritage sites.  In order to illustrate the topographical accuracy of some of 
the higher ranking artists that painted such events a series of examples are provided overleaf.  The clarity 
and detail achieved by these artists point to the truthfulness and reliability of their works.  

 
Of particular note is Edward William Cooke (1811-1880) who was more than just a distinguished 
landscape painter. He was elected a Fellow of the Linnaean Society in 1857, a Fellow of the Geological 
Society in 1862 and his election as a Fellow of the Royal Society, an uncommon distinction for a painter, 
came in 1863 shortly before he was made an RA. /ƻƻƪŜΩǎ father, George Cooke, had engraved copper 
plates for Sir Henry Englefield Bt. thaǘ ŀǇǇŜŀǊŜŘ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ ΨA Description of the Principal Picturesque Beauties, 
Antiquities and Geological Phenomena of the Isle of Wight and adjacent Coast of Dorsetshire (Englefield, 
181616). Englefield had stated ǘƘŀǘ Ψin no instance has accuracy been sacrificed to the effect of the 
ŜƴƎǊŀǾƛƴƎΩΦ  
 
This ethos underpinned E. W. /ƻƻƪŜΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘƻut his life with him receiving highly favourable 
comment from John Ruskin the great Victorian art critic (Ruskin, 185311). On CookeΩǎ election to the Royal 
Academy in 1863 the Illustrated London News said of ƘƛƳ ΨThe prime characterisǘƛŎ ƻŦ aǊ /ƻƻƪŜΩǎ ŀǊǘ ƛs 
literal fidelity to nature. He is probably the most scientifically accurate painter we possess. His pictures 
provide exact reproduction of the outward aspects of the natural world satisfying the geologist, botanist, 
meteorologist, architects and shipbuilŘŜǊΩ (Illustrated London News, 186317). Fig. 5.9. (overleaf) shows 
CooƪŜΩs view ƻŦ ΨFishing Cove of .ŜŜǊΩ one of several paintings he made at the location. To further 
illustrate the precise nature of CookeΩs work four further coastal views are included as Fig. 5.12.-5.15. 
 
The watercolourist Samuel Edward Kelly (1862-1935) produced highly detailed watercolours of the south-
west coast of EnglandΦ Iƛǎ ǾƛŜǿ ƻŦ ΨOddicomōŜ .ŜŀŎƘΩ near Torquay painted in 1910 (Fig. 5.16.) is a fine 
example of his work. Kelly followed the Pre-Raphaelite principle of capturing nature faithfully and this is 
evident in this scene, which shows the precarious cliffline above the beach as well as the debris from 
previous falls. Comparison with recent photographs confirms the level of accuracy that such artists could 
achieve with the brush alongside photography. 
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Fig. 5.9: Ψ¢Ƙe Fishing Cove of BeerΩ by E. W. 
Cooke 1858 (top).  The Upper Chalk exposure 
of AnnisΩ Knob also shown in Fig. 5.10. (right) 

is clearly visible as is the extensive Middle 
Chalk exposure in the main cliff below.  

/ƻƻƪŜΩǎ Ǉŀinting also shows the nature of the 
landscape before the extensive tree and 

vegetation growth that masks the cliff top 
today.   

Photograph (right) courtesy of © Ian West. 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 5.11. (left) shows the Upper 
Greensand-Lower Chalk junction on the 

south side of Small Point, Beer.  Cooke has 
captured this exactly in the bottom left 

corner of his painting. 

Photograph (left) courtesy of © Ian West. 
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Fig. 5.12. (above) ΨSt MichaelΩs Mount, CornwallΩ by E. W. Cooke RA. 1831. Steel engraving. 

 

Fig. 5.13. (below) ΨNewlyn near PenzanceΩ by E. W. Cooke RA. 1831. Steel engraving. 
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Fig. 5.14. (above) ΨCarrick Cladden Bay, St Ives, CornwallΩ by E. W. Cooke RA. 1848. Steel engraving. 

 

Fig. 5.15. (below) ΨPegwell Bay near Ramsgate, KentΩ by E. W. Cooke RA. c.1848. Steel engraving. 
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Fig. 5.16. ΨOddicombe BeŀŎƘΩ near Torquay by Samuel Edward Kelly c.1910.  Views such as this remind us of the changing coastal 
environment both in terms of physical change, and the landscape through development and management practices.  KellyΩǎ 
watercolour provides evidence of coastal processes at work and risks from the unstable cliff face. 

 

Fig. 5.17. (below) shows the scene on 7th April 2011 with a cliff fall and opening joint lines.  A major fall here in April 2013 saw the 
loss of Ridgemont House on the cliff top. 

Photograph courtesy of © Ian West. 



394 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 5.18. (above) Chalk cliffs occupy significant lengths of the English coastline.  This oil painting by the Pre-Raphaelite artist, 
William Dyce, which was painted in 1858 shows the scene in almost photographic detail.  

Image courtesy of Tate Images © 2018.  

Fig. 5.19. (below) The oil painting of Cromer by John Moore of Ipswich was painted in 1879.  The view allows an understanding of 
instability processes before the seawall was constructed at the cliff base; this halted both erosion and instability.  The painting 

also provides information on the form and composition of the beach. 

Image courtesy of MandellΩs Gallery, Norwich.  
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It has been demonstrated through the case study examples how art can be used as a qualitative tool to 
support understanding of long-term coastal change.  Where images painted by high ranking artists include 
structures such as buildings or coast protection works (seawalls or groynes) it may be possible to measure 
or compare coastal change over time in a quantitative way.  

Fig. 5.20. (above) Sidestrand Church Tower, Norfolk by Charles 
Frederick Rump shows the close proximity of the structure to the 

cliff edge. 

Image courtesy of Sheringham Museum. 

 

Fig, 5.21. (above right) A photograph of the tower even closer to the cliff edge.  If the height of the structure is known an 
assessment can be made from paintings and photographs of the distance to the cliff edge. 

Photograph courtesy of N. Storey. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 5.22. This view of ΨWest Bay, DorsetΩ shows the extent of the beach on either side of the harbour arms in 1825.  By comparing 
the length of the arms with historic maps the position of the beach can be plotted.  William Daniell produced 308 aquatint views 

such as this covering many parts of the British coast between 1814-25. 


